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This analysis of unemployment in Chicago (Illinois) 
focuses on geography as an aspect of employment accessibility. Part 1 
analyzes the labor skills and employment needs of inner city 
unemployed using information from applications to the Chicago Urban 
League’s Department of Employment, Counseling, and Training. The 
demographic characteristics of the unemployed in 1965-66 are compared 
to those of the unemployed in 1988-89. Current applicants are young 
and relatively well-educated when compared to those of 1965. They 
have work experience, but it is often in jobs of short duration. 

Those who are highly educated seem to have less access to 
professional positions than did similarly educated applicants 25 
years ago, and comparably educated male applicants are more likely to 
work in unskilled jobs than were applicants 25 years ago. 
Manufacturing firms are more likely to provide long-term employment 
but the job base in the area is shifting to services, where jobs are 
generally short-term. Part 2 identified potential employment 
prospects in close proximity to Chicago inner-city unemployed by 
analyzing zones that can be reached by public transportation. The 
current public transportation system is poorly designed to meet the 
needs of the urban poor. Appendixes compare types of jobs and list 
the ZIP codes of two Chicago zones. (Contains 17 maps and 46 tables.) 
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Executive Summary 



Part I: A Profile of the Inner-City Unemployed 

Over the past several decades, the Chicago area economy has undergone substantial change 
as a result of deindustrialization and the suburbanization of employment. The recession of 
the early 1980s was devastating to large segments of the Chicago metropolitan area work 
force, and in particular to African-American and Latino workers. In 1983 the black 
unemployment rate rose to 19.5 percent, more than twice the rate for whites. Even during 
the recovery that followed, minority workers found themselves out of work in 
disproportionately high numbers. By and large, inner-city residents, many of whom are 
African American and Latino, have not been part of the economic recovery and face dim 
economic futures. As the recession of the early 1990s deepens, it is expected that increasing 
numbers of inner city residents will find themselves out of work. 

Part I of this report analyzes the labor skills and employment needs of the inner city 
unemployed using information from applications to the Chicago Urban League’s Department 
of Employment, Counseling and Training. The demographic characteristics of the 
unemployed in 1965-66 are compared to the characteristics of the unemployed in 1988-89. 
The profile of the unemployed has changed considerably following two decades of economic 
transformation. 

1. Chicago Urban League applicants are young and relatively well-educated, at least as 
measured by years of schooling completed. A high proportion are high school 
graduates, and the share of college graduates is virtually the same as the share of 
black college graduates nationally. 

2. Applicants have work experience, but jobs are often of short duration. For women, 
average job tenure increases with educational attainment. For men, this is true only 
for college graduates. 

3. Applicants who are highly educated seem to have less access to professional positions 
than did similarly educated applicants 25 years ago. Comparably educated male 
applicants are more likely to work in unskilled jobs than were applicants 25 years 
ago. 

4. The most recent work experience of unemployed applicants is concentrated in 
services, retail trade and manufacturing industry sectors. 

5. Manufacturing firms are more likely to provide long-term employment than other 
private sector companies. However, the job base is shifting from manufacturing to 
services, and jobs held in the service sector are generally short-term. 



i 




5 



Part II: Spatial Distribution of Employment Opportunities 

The decentralization of metropolitan area employment has serious ramifications for 
employing the inner-city unemployed. Now, not only must workers (and the training and 
placement agencies which assist them) concentrate on matching skills with employers’ needs, 
but they must also contend with overcoming geographic barriers which prevent labor market 
information from reaching the unemployed and make inter-metropolitan travel costly and 
time consuming. The public transportation system, which was originally designed to bring 
city and suburban residents to Chicago’s central business district, is poorly suited to meet the 
transportation needs of inner-city residents seeking job opportunities with firms scattered 
throughout the suburban ring. 

Part II of this report identifies potential employment prospects located within close proximity 
to the inner-city unemployed. Zones which can be reached by residents of two Chicago 
neighborhoods, Grand Boulevard and West Town, using the present public transportation 
system are determined. Industries located within those areas which match the industry 
sectors in which the unemployed applicants to the Chicago Urban League were last employed 
are then examined. 

1 . Residents of Grand Boulevard and West Town cannot reach the suburban ring in one 
hour using the public transportation system. Jobs located in regions of the City of 
Chicago are more geographically accessible to these residents. 

2. Jobs which are located near the Grand Boulevard and West Town communities are 
disproportionately concentrated in the central region which contains the central 
business district. This holds true regardless of industry sector. 

3. 8.8 percent of employment in the Grand Boulevard zone is in industries which are 
classified as contracting, and 90.8 percent is in industries classified as expanding. 

4. 7.6 percent of employment in the West Town zone is in industries which are 
classified as contracting, and 91.7 percent is in industries classified as expanding. 

5. There exist a number of industries classified as expanding with significant 
employment levels located near the Grand Boulevard and West Town neighborhoods. 
These industries could be targeted by job training and placement assistance providers 
trying to identify job opportunities in the service, retail trade and manufacturing 
industry sectors. 
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INTRODUCTION 



During the depressed economic conditions of the early 1980s, levels of unemployment 
reached heights not experienced since the Great Depression of the 1930s. The 1981-82 
recession bottomed out toward the end of 1982. The official unemployment rate of 9.7 
percent in 1982 dipped slightly to 9.6 percent in 1983. Unemployment was not evenly 
distributed throughout the population. African Americans were more likely to be 
unemployed than whites. In 1983 the black unemployment rate was 19.5 percent, or 
approximately 2.3 times the white rate of 8.4 percent. Seven years of economic growth 
followed and unemployment declined, though blacks were still more than twice as likely as 
whites to be among the unemployed. The overall rate of unemployment fell to 5.3 percent in 
1989, a rate which, according to the Economic Report of the President, "may not be far 
above the nonaccelerating inflation rate of unemployment." 1 In that year, however, the 
unemployment rate for blacks equalled 11.4 percent, more than 2.5 times the white 
unemployment rate of 4.5 percent. 2 

Over the past several decades, the Chicago area economy has undergone substantial change 
as the metropolitan area experienced widespread shifts in employment and business location. 
The trends have been well documented: the decentralization of the metropolitan labor force, 
shifts in employment from manufacturing to service industries, and an unequal distribution of 
employment growth and decline. These changes in the Chicago labor market mirrored trends 
in the economy as a whole. But Chicagoans were substantially more likely to be out of work 
and racial differentials in joblessness were larger in Chicago than in the country as a whole. 
The unemployment rate in Chicago peaked in 1982 at 17.2 percent. In that year, the black 
unemployment rate was 26.8 percent, approximately 2.3 times the white unemployment rate 
of 11.8 percent. By 1988, the city-wide unemployment rate fell to 11.4 percent. However, 
the black unemployment rate of 19.5 percent was now 2.8 times the white unemployment 
rate of 6.9 percent. Unemployment was concentrated in inner-city areas, particularly on the 
South and West Sides of town where unemployment rates "rank with the most deeply 
depressed urban areas of the nation." 3 

Discussions of inner-city joblessness and poverty inevitably turn to the issue of job 
accessibility to explain, at least in part, the difficulties encountered by the inner-city 
unemployed. Access to employment can be thought of in a number of ways: 



'Economic Report of the President, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1990. The 
nonaccelerating rate of unemployment is current economic jargon for "full employment." 

2 Ibid., p. 338. 

3 Mayor’s Office of Employment and Training, Labor Force Trends in Chicago, Chicago: Mayor’s Office of 
Employment and Training, 1989. 
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